Effect of corticosteroid usage combined with multidrug therapy on nerve damage assessed using nerve conduction studies: a prospective cohort study of 365 untreated multibacillary leprosy patients.
The purpose of this study is to determine the extent of nerve involvement and to study the effect of corticosteroids combined with multidrug therapy on nerve damage in leprosy patients using sensory and motor nerve conduction studies. A cohort of 365 untreated multibacillary leprosy patients were prospectively studied using sensory and motor nerve conduction studies on upper and lower limb nerves. They were subgrouped as those to be treated with 12-week regimen of corticosteroids for reaction and/or neuritis or silent neuropathy of <6 months duration along with 12-month multidrug therapy (group A), and those with no reaction were treated with multidrug therapy only (group B). Analysis was performed using SPSS version 10.0. Significance of association was tested using chi(2) test. At registration, abnormality by nerve conduction studies was seen in 92% of patients and majority (65%) showing involvement of more than five sensory and motor nerves. Sensory nerve abnormalities were higher (52%) than motor (37%) (P < 0.001). Affection of sensory and motor nerves was higher in group A (P < 0.001). Notably, 40% nerves in group B also showed impairment at 0 month. This implies that almost all patients showed abnormal nerve conduction studies at onset regardless of reaction, proving nerve damage is more widespread than envisaged. At 18 months, overall percentile deterioration (23%) of nerves was higher than improvement (9%) (P < 0.001) indicating that corticosteroids combined with multidrug therapy failed to significantly improve the nerve status. Sensory nerve (57%) affection was significantly higher than motor (46%) (P < 0.001). Moreover, percentile deterioration of sensory nerves was higher in group A (P < 0.001) implying corticosteroids is not very efficacious in the prevention or reversal of nerve damage. Electrophysiological tests provide valuable information for detecting nerve function impairment and evaluating appropriate therapeutic regimens.